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The Sunday after Easter is usually called "Low Sunday." When you’ve been on the mountaintop, you have to come back down. Last week we experienced the drama of Holy Week: the Maundy Thursday Passover Seder meal, and then the Good Friday Tenebrae service, where we sat here in total darkness absorbing the pain of Jesus’ death. Last Sunday we came back here on Easter, covering the old cross with flowers, children ringing tiny bells while we all sang the Hallelujah Chorus. We left here exhilarated with the glory of Easter. We left here fully intending to be resurrection people.
Then on Monday we headed back to regular life. Back to chores, tasks, income tax, and the news of devastating war in the Middle East. We’re back in the flatlands. We come back to church today; and with less energy in our voices, we still declare "The Lord is risen." It’s still Easter---the season lasts for 50 days. Today on Low Sunday, wouldn’t you know it!—the text assigned to us is the story of Doubting Thomas.
It fits, doesn’t it? We’ve been given a text for Low Sunday in the flatlands! Of course we’d rather stay on the mountain of affirmation and celebration. But Thomas brings us back to reality: He’s the show-me disciple. "I’m not going to believe he’s risen until I can touch his hands and side." The other ten disciples have seen Jesus, and they believe. But not Thomas. He’s the maverick, the practical one. He’s not going to celebrate until he has proof that Jesus is resurrected.
We’ve called him "Doubting Thomas," but it’s probably an unfortunate title. In my growing up years in church, if you doubted, you were viewed almost as a non-believer. If you doubted, you were held in low esteem; you might be labeled and dismissed. We may still call Thomas a Doubter, but that may be too strong a word. What about "Honest Thomas"? Or "Practical Thomas"? Thomas was an independent thinker; her asked questions. He was unwilling to go along with the crowd. I think Thomas may have been a Baptist! 
I once had a church member say to me, "Whatever the issue we’re voting on, if everyone is for it, I’m gonna vote against it, just to remind everybody here that that we’re Baptists."
Baptists have always stood for freedom to raise questions, to struggle, to dissent. That’s the Baptist way. I suspect Thomas was a Baptist and didn’t know it.
In order to understand Christian community, through a Baptist lens, we have to talk about openness and freedom. Thomas felt the freedom to ask his questions. Jesus provided the climate where Thomas’ questions were honored. That’s one of the qualities of Jesus that’s refreshing and revolutionary. He did not insist on lock-step conformity from the faithful. He gave room for differences and questions. He created a climate of openness and freedom.
At Watts Street Baptist Church I hope we always take our cues from Jesus. Jesus helps us to shape our community with the same openness he lived. We want to be part of an open community, where questions are welcome. In this church, we might even say that we want a faith community where questions are more important than answers. As the poet Rilke said, our job is to "love the questions and live our way into the answers."
Thomas loved the questions. He wanted a direct, personal experience with the risen Christ. He didn’t want to believe just because someone else told him to believe. He wanted to make sure that he could reach out and touch the nail prints in Jesus’ hands and the wounds in his side. He wanted a direct, experience of faith in the risen Lord.
Thomas speaks for all of us. He’s honest, bold, forthright. He’s not going along with the crowd. He’s deliberate. He thinks for himself. He would be at home in this church! We’ve sometimes said of Watts Street Baptist Church: "This is a place where you can come to think out loud what you are coming to believe." This is a place where there is freedom for you to ask questions, struggle with faith dilemmas, and come to your own direct experience of Jesus’ presence in your life.
By asking to touch Jesus’ hands and side, I don’t think Thomas was standing outside the faith. I think he was being honest Thomas. He was being true to himself. If he was doubting, it was all a part of his faith. He was living out the wisdom: "There lives more faith in honest doubt, believe me, than in half the creeds." Or as Frederick Buechner playfully put it: "Doubt is the ants in the pants of faith." (See Wishful Thinking)
How does Thomas help us today? I think he gives us permission to be honest. He gives us permission to use our intelligence, to come to faith with all our senses involved. He gives us permission to raise questions about Jesus’ presence with us, and his presence in the world.
We’ve all been concerned about the disturbing violence in Israel, in the country where Jesus walked and taught. We are Jesus’ disciples. How can we help stop the devastation of Jesus’ homeland? Someone said that the major sin is complacency. Thomas’ attitude moves us out of complacency into searching, struggle and honest questioning. 
Thomas’ attitude leads us toward a struggle with the senseless violence in the west bank of Jerusalem. We don’t need to sit back and go along with the crowd. We need to ask questions and to reach into the wounds and scars of our faith and come up with wisdom to stop the violence and hatred.
What can we do now? Think, question, struggle. We can consider the options: We can urge our leaders to support the Arab League peace proposal. We can urge our President to take leadership in calling for Israel to withdraw from occupying Palestinian land. We could urge Mr. Arafat to denounce the suicide bombings. We can always pray to God to turn the hearts and minds of government leaders toward peace. The first words Jesus spoke to Thomas in our story were the words, "Peace be with you."
We can follow Thomas’ example and ask questions---thoughtful, honest questions. Without questions, there is no learning. Without questions, there is no change. Without doubt, there is weak faith.
Or--was Thomas so-called doubt really an expression of love?
And isn’t the way of love the way of peace? Peacemaking involves asking questions, talking out our differences, finding a way to forgive, reaching out to touch the risen Lord among us.
Maybe Thomas’ honesty really was love. And isn’t love always the way to peace?
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